
Hidden secrets to DR program engagement
The crucial final mile: Customer satisfaction 
 
Executive summary 

Creating a positive customer experience to maintain ongoing engagement is a crucial 
cornerstone to demand response (DR) program success, built on the premise 
that a valuable resource be available when called on/needed. As customers play 
an integral part in the success of utility demand response programs, an operations-
only focused approach is not the answer for long-term program sustainability. A new 
approach is needed. A more customer-centric strategy demands that DR move out of 
the operations world and become part of the overall customer strategy.

This paper will address the importance of planning for and following through on 
the hidden “final mile” of customer satisfaction, and how software plays a key role 
in DR program success.

Customer engagement—across the DR / DSM spectrum

The type and scope of demand response programs across all utility customer sectors 
has experienced a dramatic transformation. The expansion of program needs and 
types has elevated the importance of engagement and customer satisfaction as a 
critical component of program success. 

Engagement is critical across the entire spectrum of both DR and traditional demand 
side management (DSM) and energy efficiency programs. Greater engagement 
means higher program participation rates and energy savings, but perhaps even 
more importantly, higher customer satisfaction ratings.

However, for end customers, the line between demand response and energy 
efficiency can start to blur when their focused perspective is cost savings. Program 
differentiation becomes more apparent to customers when asked to participate 
during specific days and/or time frames (DR) versus essentially every day (DSM).  
This is where the blurred line is addressed – and it becomes paramount for utilities 
to be able to better manage and maintain customer relationships. 

Regarding customer experience and overall satisfaction, utilities have a huge 
opportunity to more consciously manage these different types of programs to the 
benefit of all. Management of these complex relationships requires flexible software 
system capabilities to precisely communicate crucial program details on the front 
end, as well as pertinent follow-through on the back end.

The hidden consideration—not just gaining, but maintaining 
customer satisfaction

A Harris Interactive survey found that 78% of American consumers are interested in 
monitoring their home electricity consumption, and want more information on how 
to achieve energy savings. Ultimately, this means deeper customer engagement with 
the utility about their energy usage.

Other utility customer satisfaction surveys have consistently found that demand 
response can positively improve customers’ overall opinion of their utility. This creates 
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new possibilities for utilities to enact a more strategic, customer-centric strategy.  
This in turn elevates programs beyond “helping customers save money” by creating 
an additional level of trust and relationship.

Once the utility designs and implements demand response programs and 
enrolls customers—then what? You’ve gained their attention, interest, and trust. 
Ultimately, an event will be called—and this is where the customer satisfaction 
rubber starts to meet the road. 

It’s a collaborative process. Consumers have been further empowered with 
devices and energy management systems, smart appliances, smart thermostats, 
and smart air conditioner switches. Yet still within that mix, program success lies in 
keeping customers satisfied with their experience with that event, and the software 
that can tie it all together to help create a purposeful relationship with them.

Software-empowered DR customer engagement and satisfaction 

Demand response is personal—in so many ways. There are a myriad of 
approaches a utility can take to achieve DR goals. The determinants to achieve 
those goals vary widely and hinge on a multitude of factors – customer mix, 
penetration of renewables, dramatic weather, regulation and varying levels and 
depth of other DSM programs, and of course utility commissions to satisfy.

Certainly the primary goal and purpose of demand response is as an energy resource and to reduce load, but with it, there 
is opportunity for utilities to strengthen relationships with their customers and boost customer satisfaction in the process. 

A new software approach is needed 
There is a preponderance of software tools that support the operational side of demand response. Traditional systems  
that aggregate virtual power plants have driven operations decisions for some time. However, what about the customer?  
What about the time of day, type of day, location, and physical constraints related to the customers? How should a utility 
weigh the operational side of DR with the customer-centric side of customer engagement? 

Unforeseen challenges can quickly develop with efforts to integrate the two disparate data sources. Data collected from 
the operational side typically provides no visibility to the program side. Communication hiccups can quickly develop and 
customer satisfaction can quickly dissolve. Issues such as program element awareness, advance event communication 
(including pricing signals not being sent), and accurate incentives paid against reductions made against baseline usage can 
have immediate impact.

The key, especially as it pertains to supporting customer engagement and increasing satisfaction, is to ensure the software 
solution will provide the critical data points and triggers. The right software can take DR programs from the start-point of 
program design and support the customer experience through to the final mile of engagement and customer satisfaction. 

Out of operations and into engagement 
Demand response software has historically been considered part of grid 
operations and was originally designed to focus on the traditional control/
operations data sets such as forecasting and dispatching resources. However, 
as customers have become more involved in their usage profile, DR has become 
an important part of the customer engagement strategy. As a result, utilities 
have begun to embrace DR as an important customer program that can not only 
positively affect operations, but drastically improve customer satisfaction. 

Part of connecting with customers is implementing software that can leverage the 
entire customer engagement ecosystem and create an environment that supports  
a customer-centric strategy. A progressively successful program will not only 
extract data insights, but also manage and create strategically significant 
interactions that truly connect with customers and set the stage for programs  
of the future.

Software and the final mile  
Truly impactful and strategic program management includes final mile follow-
through to support and ensure key customer satisfaction metrics are met.

Program success lies in 
keeping customers satisfied 
through a quality experience 
with a DR event enabled 
by software that can tie it 
all together to help create 
a purposeful relationship 
with them. It’s a valuable 
opportunity for utilities to 
strengthen relationships with 
their customers and boost 
customer satisfaction in  
the process.

Part of connecting with 
customers is implementing 
software that can leverage the 
entire customer engagement 
ecosystem and create an 
environment that supports a 
customer-centric strategy.

Truly impactful and strategic 
program management includes 
final mile follow-through to
support and ensure key
customer satisfaction
metrics are met.
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On the surface, creating a positive customer experience seems as simple as providing a spectrum of customer 
education and proactive communications. Of course, to be effective, the message must be optimized to resonate 
with intended audiences. This makes it essential for utilities to have the capability to perform this level of customer 
segmentation and targeting. The right message needs to get to the right audience, with the appropriate frequency 
(so as to not alienate by inundation OR under inform), via the optimal channels. Utilities also need to be acutely mindful 
to both live up to and not “break” stated program “agreements,” follow through with timely and accurate settlements, 
and incorporate technologies that are embraced by the customer.

Software needs to support and enable key final mile metrics such as:

4 Triggering real time communications – From operations, to programs, to customers —proactive communication 
  is critical to smooth deployments and customer acceptance. Studies show that customers value communications –   
  the better informed they are, the more receptive and engaged they are. Examples of these key final mile engagement  
  and communications include:

   ◊ Notification of impending events – When system triggers are not in place and notifications don’t go out as needed 
    or planned, frustration and confusion can set in and disrupt the customer’s experience. Perceptions of poor service  
    can further compound when the utility call center is uninformed. Chaos can quickly ensue—and the utility has just 
    lost program participants and damaged customer confidence.

    To add insult to injury, many AC cycling program participants are then naturally inclined to call a local AC repair 
    person to “fix” their “broken” AC. The responding technician discovers and likely removes wireless event notification  
    and cycling devices as the “problem” with the “malfunctioning” unit.

   ◊ Avoiding customer fatigue – Customers will be more engaged and far less likely to opt out of future event notifications  
    as long as they don’t come too often. To avoid this, the utility must maintain air tight accuracy on program participant  
    data and tracking, and carefully plan and manage automated event communications accordingly.

4 Pre and post event reporting motivators – Saving money on energy bills is a significant motivator—which also feeds 
  into the customer satisfaction equation. In the process of program participation, the customer better understands the  
  value of changing their behavior, deepening their engagement and connection to the program, raising the likelihood of  
  greater program success. 

   Every touch point with the customer becomes an opportunity to deepen engagement and build trust. More succinct   
   customer segmentation data, and targeted customer outreach and supportive messaging will help solidify  
   that engagement.

   There are numerous important considerations where software can and should support highly personalized customer  
   profiles such as: 

   ◊ Determine how and with what frequency customers want to be contacted

   ◊ Evaluate customer-specific energy use and past program participation—in order to deliver the right message 
    to the right customers at the right time

   ◊ Engage customers in a highly personalized manner to promote a positive and sustained experience 

4 Post event follow up

   ◊ Proactive and timely communications – Alerting customers of their savings, along with a brief energy usage  
    analysis, is a huge opportunity to boost residential customer satisfaction and ongoing engagement. Creating 
    a greater awareness of electricity usage and the immediate gratification of knowing how much they saved from  
    participation in the event—and that it DID make a difference – is another customer touch point opportunity to  
    drive satisfaction and program retention.

   ◊ Settlements – Accurate and timely settlements and incentive checks figure largely into the equation. Not only are   
    customers alienated when the payment process is long and drawn out far after an event has occurred, but payment   
    accuracy, overpayments and double payments can also be an area of risk for the utility.
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   Settlements in an AMI Void – In a perfect world of DR settlement, these scenarios  
   represent the best case scenario. More often, the reality is that customer usage data  
   isn’t always available, and AMI capabilities don’t always exist. Especially in these  
   cases, it’s paramount to have a flexible software system designed for the lack and  
   quality of meter data. This same flexible  design also needs the capability to perform  
   automatic and timely calculations of settlement amounts for more accurate tracking  
   to ensure the program isn’t going over budget.

4 Ensure customer agreements of program rules are not violated – By design, the “rules of engagement” for demand 
   response programs need to be very specific. It’s crucial that data triggers are incorporated into the software system   
   defaults for each specific DR program. If the utility doesn’t carefully track who signed up for what, right down the minute  
   details of how often a customer had agreed to be called within a specific period of time, customer dissatisfaction and 
   alienation can quickly result. 

4 Incorporate addressable technologies customers are embracing – Today’s consumers want more convenience in  
  their lives. They are increasingly and avidly consuming addressable devices that learn their patterns and communicate 
  with their home systems (such as HVAC, alarm and home entertainment systems, and smart thermostats). 
  Convenience is king, whether this means not having to get up from the couch at home, or the capability to adjust 
  systems while on the go from a wireless device. 

  Consequently, utility customers are becoming more intertwined with energy management and DR technologies. 
  These smart thermostats, smart appliances, and energy management systems are all changing the way customers 
  can more readily understand and make decisions about energy consumption. 

  A flexible software system of record for utilities is once again, key. Consumers have, for example, numerous choices   
  of smart thermostat devices—all with different communication protocols. In order to capture as many of those customers  
  as possible, utilities need to communicate through all of those devices—via a single software platform with the flexibility 
  to integrate across all protocols. 

  This enables utilities to ultimately make energy usage decisions for their customers much easier, making consumer   
  adoption and incorporation of these technologies more commonplace. This ultimately enables better ongoing   
  engagement success. Subsequent customer expectations for value-added services will only increase, providing 
  utilities added opportunity and channels to capitalize on forging even closer relationships, build trust, and increase  
  customer satisfaction.

Conclusions

Customer satisfaction is an important yardstick measure of long term business sustainability for utilities. Gaining customer 
trust and earning higher customer satisfaction ratings is the holy grail.

Demand response has experienced a dramatic transformation since its inception  
more than 40 years ago. The expansion of program needs and types has 
elevated the importance of engagement and customer satisfaction as a critical 
component of program success. 

Utilities are increasingly recognizing the growing impact of customer satisfaction 
metrics for overall DSM program success. Creating a positive customer 
experience to maintain ongoing engagement is a crucial cornerstone to demand 
response program success. 

An operations-focused approach is no longer the answer. And software automation 
to simply track data points and integrations is no longer sufficient. A more progressive 
strategy demands that DR move out of operations and be elevated to a more 
customer-centric focus, as part of a larger holistic customer strategy.

Don’t stop at the starting line with simple program design. New, flexible software 
systems are the driver to achieve truly impactful final mile customer-centric 
strategies. The right enterprise software can and must support the customer 
experience as part of managing the complete demand response business process 
and achieve crucial customer satisfaction metrics and ultimate program success.

Find out how Nexant can transform 
your business:

415.369.1198 
iEnergy@nexant.com 

About Nexant Energy Software

Nexant offers a comprehensive suite of best-in-
class energy enterprise software platforms that 
transform utility business processes and enable 
implementation of smart grid, clean energy, and 
demand management initiatives. Nexant software 
helps utilities embrace a customer-centric model 
that aligns strategic planning, grid operations, and 
demand side management to improve customer 
engagement, boost operational efficiency, reduce 
risk, and achieve superior business results.

nexant.com

It’s paramount to have a
flexible software system
designed for the lack and
quality of meter data.


